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Dedication to Professor Alan Noel Gray

Prof. Alan Gray is more than a good friend. Through commitment and
friendship he provided great inspiration to his colleagues at the Institute for
Population and Social Research Mahidol University Thailand. During the
unfortunately short period of membership at IPSR, Prof. Alan Gray made
significant contributions that had tremendous impact, on strengthening standard of
training and research, in the field of population, gender sexuality and reproductive
health. He was well respected by us all.

Prof. Alan Gray is a brave individual in the true sense of the term. While
still suffering from illness and knowing what the outcome meant to him, he
remained calm and stable and did not seem so upset about it. His main concern
seemed to be on his work more than his own life. He indicated to some of us that
he had made worthwhile contributions in his professional life and, therefore, was
not so concerned about the rest of the life. Nevertheless, to all of us his departure
is untimely and such a great loss. He is greatly missed.

May all the wholesome deeds that Prof. Alan Gray did throughout his life
as a son, a father, a husband, a colleague, a friend and above all, as a human
being, be a powerful force and ever glowing light leading him to the final rest in
peace and happiness forever.
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Executive Summary

Among women aged less than 25 years who attended Hat Yai Hospital’s
antenatal clinic before the birth of their first child, HIV sero-prevalence increased
from 2.8 percent to 4.6 percent then to 5.4 percent within three fiscal years. The
target for the end of the Eighth National Development Plan (1997-2001) was 1
percent.

Among adolescents who are highly sexually active, their risk of
contracting STDs and AIDS increases if they leave their hometowns for
employment or for education. Another potential risk is the communal living of
both sexes, either in school or college residences or factory dormitories, which
makes 1t easier to form close relationships with other adolescents around them.

Reproductive health problems specific to adolescents include teenage
pregnancy, unsafe sex practices, induced abortion, and ignorance of sex because
of the lack of sex education. Though some research studies have been undertaken
into young workers and their sexuality, few have investigated how gender power
relationships affect sexuality and reproductive health status. Consequently, this
study investigated gender roles and power relationships as related to the
reproductive health and sexual behaviors of labor migrants in a latex glove factory
in Songkhla province, Southern Thailand. It also compared the degree to which
males and females were able to access and use reproductive health services.

The factory that served as the study site employs mainly unskilled laborers
from Northeast Thailand. It also has a condom promotion program that provides
condoms from a vending machine easily accessible by female workers at their
factory hostel units. This factory also provides good general health care for
employees by inviting general practice physicians to visit regularly (4 sessions per
week) for consultation about health problems and to prescribe medication in the
factory without charge to the workers.

As part of this study’s quantitative component, random dimensional
sampling and informed consent to recruit interviewees were performed. A total of
412 persons agreed to become a part of this research project, entailing 105
married men, 105 married women, 100 single men and 102 single women.
Interviewees were assigned to trained interviewers of the same gender. Experts
reviewed questionnaires, which were then used to collect information about
gender relations and reproductive health.



For the qualitative component, six focus discussion sessions were held,
each comprising eight members of the same sex and marital status. In-depth
interviews were also conducted, involving a total of 22 interviewees, comprised
of nine male workers, nine female workers, one male and one female health care
provider, and two members of staff from the administrative department.

This study revealed that in an unthreatening environment and one in which
condoms can be easily obtained, females are more likely to buy condoms than
males. However accessibility to condoms does automatically not mean that the
condoms will be used. Male respondents stated that they could not accept
unmarried females taking the role of buying and initiating condom use. However,
if the women had previously been married, and had engaged in sexual relations
with their husbands, both single and married men were more accepting of condom
initiation and use by these women. Unfortunately, though, most of the women
reported that they did not have the bargaining skills nor power to ensure that their
male partners would use condoms and engage in safe sexual practices.

Sixty percent of male and 70 percent of female subjects in the study were
not concemed about STD prevention in their first sexual experience. If concerned,
men accepted that the STD prevention role should belong to them and not to the
women. The women felt that their main role in the sexual act is to prevent
conception. With regard to pregnancy and birth spacing, both women and men
said that these are the combined responsibility of the couple.

Men usually initiated most sexual relationships, which were almost always
unprotected. Alcohol consumption often prompted men to accept the services of
commercial sex workers. One-half of the men never used condoms and 80 percent
of the women said they had not experienced safe sex with their partner using a
condom, since they perceived that they were at low risk of contracting STDs or
HIV/AIDS. Half of female workers and one-fifth of male workers revealed that
they had “experienced some unwilling sexual engagement.” One-tenth of female
workers and five percent of male workers had been injured by their partner.

Regarding accessibility to and use of reproductive health services, 20
percent of women reported that they suffered from reproductive tract disorders
compared to only 3 percent of men. If they had any problems, unmarried females
tended to favor taking no action and hoping that the reproductive tract disorders
would disappear of their own accord, rather than seeing a health care worker.

This study took an in-depth look at how gender roles and power relations
affect reproductive health and the use of reproductive health services. The"
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findings of the study can help to implement more effective reproductive health
services for this high-risk group of young people. The investigators recommended
that the National AIDS Prevention Program should implement a gender-sensitive
approach in promoting condom use, not only for high-risk groups but also in the
general population. The government should work to reshape societal attitudes to
be more accepting of young females buying condoms. In addition, agencies
mandated to provide reproductive health care should educate young women about
their reproductive rights and increase their bargaining skills so that they can better
protect themselves and engage in safe sexual practices. Reproductive health care
providers should also be gender-sensitive and trained to provide more female-
friendly health care.
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Executive Summary

This study sought to identify the ways in which the gender roles of Thai
Muslims in the southern province of Songkhla affect reproductive health and
interactions with provincial health service providers. Most of the Muslims in
Thailand (often referred to as “Thai Muslims” in academic papers) live in and
around the area of five provinces along the Thailand-Malaysia border, namely,
Songkhla, Pattani, Yala, Narathiwas and Satoon provinces. In these provinces,
Islam is the major religion, embracing over 78 percent of the population. Except
for the Muslims who live in Songkhla province who speak and use local Thai in
their everyday lives, Muslims in the other four provinces speak Yawi.

In his lecture “Islam and the World of Muslims” at the Rajabhat Institute
in Thonburi on January 17, 1996, Associate Professor Chaiwat Sattaanan stated,
“Muslims in Thailand are one of the lowest classes in Thai society with little
chances and opportunities in life. They have to face many economic, health and
social problems. Apart from the narcotics problem, public health is also one of the
main issues among Muslims in Thailand, especially in the area of reproductive
health.” There have been relatively few research studies on the reproductive
health of Thai Muslims including their interaction with health services. However,
for those studies that do exist, they note that many Muslim mothers rely on
traditional methods of giving birth and the use of traditional birth attendants
(TBAs). TBAs delivery approximately 40 percent of infants born to Thai Muslim
women, a rate much higher than the national average of about 6 percent.
Furthermore, even though most Muslims in Thailand view modern family
planning as part of public health measures for mothers and children, there is
evidence that Muslim men have a pessimistic view of the use of family planning
services.

This study adopted a life cycle approach which allowed for the cultural
context of Thai Muslim community life to be analyzed in terms of gender roles
and links to reproductive health. It also illuminated how gender socialization in
childhood and adolescence affects gender power relations. Specific attention to
the context of interactions between health service providers and their Thai
Muslim clients was an important aspect of examining access to health services.

To achieve this analysis, this study adopted a combined quantitative and
qualitative approach, encompassing 400 male and female Muslims aged 13 to 59
years living in Songkhla province. Quantitative (numerical) findings were
obtained using a survey questionnaire with results being analyzed in terms of
percentage, average and standard deviation for descriptive statistics. Qualitative
findings were obtained through in-depth interviews and structured observations.
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Gender roles and the interaction of Thai Muslims with reproductive health and
public health services were evaluated using total and percentage for the
quantitative data and using content analysis for the qualitative data.

The study’s major findings reveal that gender roles in reproductive health
among Thai Muslim males and females are closely governed by religious beliefs
throughout the life cycle. Prescribed norms and behavioral codes exist for
everyone at every point in life, with males and females having equal dignity.
Muslim childhood is not much different than that of non-Muslim Thais. However
starting when they are nine, Muslim boys and girls are taught practices that
prepare them for the beginning of their reproductive life. Some of these practices
include the ritual called “La-mard” in Thai (“Sambayang” in Malay and “Sola” in
Arabian), dress codes that are specific to males and females, and the teaching of
proper behaviors for Muslim women particularly in terms of limiting their
interactions with men and not acting in ways that might provoke sexual interest.
Examples of religious beliefs that are directly related to reproductive health
include: (i) sexual intercourse prior to marriage or with a person other than one’s
spouses is forbidden; (i1) birth control is not allowed; and (iii) abortion is
prohibited. Parents instruct their children to follow these rules strictly from the
monient they enter reproductive age and then throughout their reproductive lives.
The indicators that are used to signify that a person is of reproductive age entail
menstruation for females, “wet dreams” for males, or when an individual turns 15
years of age. In general, female Thai Muslims enter reproductive age upon their
first menstruation, at which time they remain at home, do not participate in
activities outside of their houses, and are encouraged not to socialize with
menibers of the opposite sex. Men, on the other hand, still retain their freedom
upon reaching their reproductive age, while women are put securely under the
care of their parents until they are married. Contrary to these traditional beliefs,
however, results from the population sample used in this study revealed that many
teenagers nowadays do not strictly follow these rules, with premarital sex,
abortion and homosexuality being practiced.

Marriage is an important turning point in the gender roles of Thai
Muslims. Following a proper marriage, the wife will immediately be under the
total control of her husband and will continue to be so throughout the rest of her
life. Thai Muslim parents are not abandoned by their children during their elderly
years because religious beliefs specifically require that children take care of their
elders until they pass away and give them proper burials thereafter. This duty
usually falls into the hands of sons, since after marriage daughters usually take
care of their in-laws. When the parents pass away, sons also receive twice the
inheritance of daughters. There are also differences in the way that funerals are
conducted for males and females. Women are to be dressed fully before being
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wrapped in a white cloth, while men are wrapped in a white cloth without being
dressed. The “La-mard” ceremony will be conducted wherein the leader stands at
the midway point of a woman’s body, while he will stand at the head for men.

In terms of power and authority, based on the interviews conducted with
female respondents, it is uncertain whether men or women have total authority
when it comes to decisions about when to have sex after giving birth or whether
to consult physicians regarding their pregnancies. For all other decisions, it
appears to involve both partners. However, when male respondents were
consulted, they stated that women decide whether or not to consult physicians
during pregnancy. Once again, though, there is no clear indication of who has the
authority for making decisions in terms of when to have sex after giving birth;
whether birth control should be used; whether to have an abortion; or whether
sterilization should be reversed. For all other decisions both partners work
together.

Both male and female respondents stated that mothers have the authority
over bringing up their children and both partners have a say in important matters
such as their children’s marriages, when to seek help when their children are sick
and where to seek medical care, and how to solve their children’s problems in
general.

The study also revealed that the interaction between Thai Muslims in
Songkhla and public health officials who offer reproductive health services is
generally good. Only a few do not like to interact with such officials, usually
because of the poor attitudes of the public officials themselves. No difference
exists between male and female officials in the way they provide health services,
but female Muslim patients tend to feel more comfortable with female Muslim
officials. One thing that all patients want in terms of reproductive health services
is a room used especially for providing such services.

The investigators recommended that relevant government agencies should
publicize the findings of this study especially to Muslim parents and cooperate
more fully with the Songkhla Provincial Islamic Committee to organize a seminar
in which measures could be decided and taken to resolve the problem of
increasing premarital sex among Muslim teenagers. In addition, the Songkhla
Public Health Office should allocate female Muslim officials to every District
Health Service Office that serves a predominantly Muslim population. They
should also investigate the quality of public health services in the area of
reproductive health, especially in terms of patient-provider interactions. This can
be done by reviewing the comments of Thai Muslims regarding the quality of
reproductive health care they are receiving in their districts at least once a year.
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Executive summary

Cancer of the cervix (Ca cervix) is the most common malignancy in
Thailand. In Songkhla Nakarin Hospital, for example, Ca cervix represented
almost 14 percent of all types of malignancy. Most of the Ca cervix patients are
treated by means of radiotherapy since this treatment is beneficial at any stage of
malignancy. The side effects of radiotherapy are dryness in the vagina, vaginitis,
bleeding, as well as the narrowing and shortening of the vagina resulting in
painful sexual intercourse. Prior research has indicated that Ca cervix patients do
not want to enter into sexual relationships because of these side effects. In some
cases, this has resulted in their husbands wanting a divorce because they believed
that their wives would be unable to fulfill their role as a sexual partner. In other
instances, their husbands found other women with whom to have sexual
relationships. As a result, the Ca cervix patients were left alone while their
husbands made other choices.

The effect of Ca cervix on the gender, sexuality and reproductive health of
women is of critical importance, yet limited research has been conducted on it.
Moreover, a strategy for dealing with the problem is required, but it needs to be
determined from a more complete understanding of the perceptions and
behavioral adaptations of both the patients and their husbands.

To begin filling this knowledge gap, this study explored perceptions of
gender roles and sexuality held by cervical cancer patients and their husbands
before and after treatment, as well as the belief systems and behavioral patterns
that could affect perceptions and actions. The intent was to use this information
to recommend guidelines and strategies for resolving important gender and
sexuality issues affecting cervical cancer patients and their husbands. To obtain
the necessary information, this study utilized a combined quantitative and
qualitative approach. The research subjects for the quantitative investigation
comprised 97 couples of cervical cancer patients and their husbands who had been
receiving treatment for the disease for no more than a one-year period and who
were willing to participate in the study. Quantitative data were analyzed using the
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS for Windows). In addition, six
couples were selected for in-depth interviews from these 97 couples using
dimensional sampling based on their age ranges and living areas. The data
obtained from these six couples were then analyzed using content analysis.

Findings from this study revealed that cervical cancer patients and their
husbands held similar perceptions regarding gender roles both before the cancer
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was detected and after receiving radiotherapy. To the couples, the major roles of
women are to be in charge of family finances and savings, birth control,
household cleaning, laundering and preparing meals. The major roles for men
include taking charge in household maintenance and repairs. Roles that are
shared by both women and men included eaming a family income, purchasing
household utensils, deciding on their children’s education (choice of schools,
education level), and taking care of the health and well-being of family members.
The women also reported that they decided with their husbands about where to
reside, however, the men reported that they (the men) made this decision alone.

In terms of gender power relations, cervical cancer patients and their
husbands agreed on certain issues regarding their sexual relationship. In
particular, although men should initiate sexual activities and take charge in
preventing STDs, women have the right to refuse having sex with their husbands.
The couples also agreed that they mutually decided on the number of children
they would have, as well as in dealing with other family problems.

Concerning perceptions of sexuality and attitudes towards sex, most of the
couples agreed, both before detection of the disease and after radiotherapy, that
sex is an important component of married life; that women should discuss their
sexual relationships with their husbands; that it is wrong to have sex with a person
who is not their spouse; and that the most sensual fulfillment of sex is the orgasm.
However after radiotherapy, their perceptions and actions changed. Cervical
cancer patients no longer believed that it was necessary to have an orgasm every
time they had sex. They also admitted that they were willing to have sex with
their husbands, but that they never initiated sexual activities and they sometimes
denied their husband’s desire to have sex. They also stated that they had not had
extra-marital sexual relations with other people. Their husbands, however,
admitted that before detection of the cervical cancer, they had had extra-marital
sex, usually without the use of condoms, but they did not do so after the
radiotherapy. It is important to note with regard to condom use that both the
cervical cancer patients and their husbands stated that they knew about venereal
diseases and believed that they were not in any risk of contracting them. The
cervical cancer patients admitted that they did not take any particular means to
protect themselves against diseases. Finally, cervical cancer patients indicated
that while the sexual relationship was consistently satisfying for their husbands, it
was no longer so for them. They admitted that they were sometimes tired of
having sex with their husbands before the cancer was detected, but this problem
became worse after radiotherapy. In short, the emotional outcome of the sexual
relationship between the women and their husbands became de-emphasized and
less satisfying after detection of the disease and radiotherapy. Moreover, the
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women exhibited more bargaining power and negotiating skills in determining the
frequency of sexual relations with their husbands, and they became more
powerful in their ability to deny having sex with their husbands. This, in turn,
resulted in changes in gender perceptions and power relations between cervical
cancer patients and their husbands, thus leading to fewer sexual encounters and
lower emotional fulfillment.

The suggested guidelines and strategies for resolving important gender
and sexuality issues that affect cervical cancer patients and their husbands include
the following.

1. Cervical cancer patients and their husbands should be provided with
information about changes in male and female sexuality. It is important that they
receive this information during the first radiotherapy treatment session so that
they can have normal sexual relations after completion of radiotherapy. It is also
necessary to inform the patients and their husbands about the patients’ sexual
rights; that is, cervical cancer patients have the right to decide whether or not to
have sex. Husbands should be advised that they must play an important role in
taking responsibility for their wives’ reproductive health and their own. The
husband can help reduce the risk of venereal diseases and other health problems
by monitoring his own sexual behavior and practices, including condom use.

2. Problems surrounding gender perceptions and sexuality among
cervical cancer patients and their husbands must be closely monitored, with
suitable actions taken as soon as difficulties arise. It is important that these
problems come to the attention of both parties, since they must work together to
talk about and discuss their sexual problems. Without help and guidance from
doctors and nurses, they will suffer the feeling of losing their value in life. It is
also crucial to affirm for the cervical cancer patients that it is safe for them to
have sex and to give them clear recommendations concerning how and when they
can have sex, what problems and difficulties can occur, and how to deal with
them.

3. Provision of counseling sessions on gender and sexuality is a necessity
for cervical cancer patients and their husbands who are having severe difficulties.
There should be nurses who have specialized training and experience in the
changing perceptions of gender and sexuality among the cervical cancer patients,
so that they are well-equipped to discuss individually with patients and their
husbands about the problems they are facing, and can give them guidance for
solving these problems.
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4. Mutual self-help groups among the patients should be established,
because within such groups the patients and their husbands can feel more at ease
to ask questions and share their problems and feelings about the changes they are
facing with their “fellow sufferers.” These self-help groups can help create mutual
understanding, feelings of security and confidence in solving the problems among
the group members. They also can provide the cervical cancer patients and their
husbands with a wider social network.
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